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Higher Degrees
Liberal Arts Education Brings New Thinking
By Dr. Mary Ellen Mastrorilli, James Matesanz and Dr. Danielle Rousseau
A View From the Line
The philosophical mindset 
of corrections is the necessity 
to bring about change, that is, 
to correct some dysfunctional, 
antisocial behavior. Implicit in this 
approach to correct is the need 
to focus on what is wrong, what is 
bad and the criminogenic factors 
that must be ameliorated. Thus, 
the industry’s focus, or orientation, 
is geared toward finding things 
that are wrong. The corrections 
field is expert at determining fault, 
mistakes, noncompliance and 
negative behaviors in staff and 
inmates. This is the correctional 
mindset: Find something that is 
wrong and fix it.     
Properly executed correc-
tional practices involve so much 
more than just this proclivity to 
the negative. The correctional 
worker evaluates, diagnoses, pro-
vides stability to fractured lives, 
and heals. They also protect and 
keep staff, inmates and the wider 
society safe. The corrections field 
facilitates change and transforms 
lives, although certainly not in 
every case. Despite many success-
es, facilitated positive change has 
often failed for many in custody. 
One exception to this is correc-
tional education.
It is known that education in 
corrections works.1 Within an often 
negative environment, education 
can provide a positive avenue for 
personal development, changing 
lives, giving people new opportu-
nities to succeed and positively 
impacting recidivism. Yet access 
to education may vary from one 
correctional environment to the 
next. Limited resources and polit-
ical opinion have resulted in post-
secondary education as being 
particularly hindered; however, the 
current era of correctional admin-
istration brings with it renewed 
attention to the issue of college 
programs in prison.2
Recently, perception of prison 
education has grown to become 
more positive with progress 
in both policy and practice, 
supporting prison education 
and postsecondary education 
specifically. For example, the U.S. 
Department of Education has 
recently adjusted current Federal 
Pell Grant Program rules that 
would restore some prisoners’ 
eligibility for financial assistance. 
Known as the Second Chance Pell 
Pilot Program, the new rules act 
as an “experiment,” by requiring 
participating institutions of higher 
education to partner with federal 
or state correctional facilities, 
which will enroll prisoners in 
programs that “prepare them for 
high-demand occupations from 
which they are not legally barred,” 
due to their criminal records.3 
Students must be within five years 
of their release, and participating 
institutions are expected to comply 
with stringent program evaluation 
requirements. It remains to be 
seen whether this policy shift will 
result in an increase in inmate 
participation in postsecondary 
educational programs, though 
it is difficult to imagine how it 
could not. Historically, defunding 
of postsecondary education for 
inmates led to a notable decrease 
in the availability of postsecondary 
education behind bars.4
While the defunding of Pell 
Grants for incarcerated individ-
uals in the mid-1990s resulted in 
many postsecondary institutions 
withdrawing prison programming, 
Within an often negative environment, 
education can provide a positive avenue 
for personal development, changing lives, 
giving people new opportunities to succeed 
and positively impacting recidivism.
the Boston University Prison Edu-
cation Program (BUPEP) was one 
of the few college-based programs 
in the country to remain immune 
to the impacts of regulations. 
Offering programming since 1974, 
the BUPEP provides college cours-
es at no cost to qualified prison-
ers, supporting students through 
university-funded scholarships. 
For over 40 years, it has been a 
mainstay in at least two institu-
tions: the Massachusetts Correc-
tional Institution (MCI)–Norfolk, 
a medium-security prison for 
men; and MCI–Framingham, the 
state’s correctional institution for 
women. The BUPEP has enjoyed 
broad support, not only from its 
students and faculty, but also 
from institutional administrators.
G i v e n  P r e s i d e n t  B a r a c k 
Obama’s executive action, it is 
timely to review what is known 
about college education deliv-
ered behind bars, especially as it 
relates to offender recidivism and 
employment prospects. In addi-
tion, it is especially relevant to 
present the BUPEP as a case study 
for educators and administrators 
who are considering the introduc-
tion of a college degree program 
delivered behind bars. To that 
end, the purpose of this article is 
twofold: to provide a contempo-
rary review of the empirical lit-
erature on prison postsecondary 
education and to share insights 
related to the ongoing implemen
tation of a postsecondary prison 
education program.
 
A Generation’s Facts 
Highlight Trends
The questions about the effec-
tiveness of postsecondary cor-
rectional education now have a 
generation’s worth of studies that 
provide empirical evidence about 
its impact on recidivism as well as 
other outcomes, including post-
release employment and wages. 
Systematically collecting and ana-
lyzing these studies has enabled 
researchers to examine the topic 
from the perspective of a “criti-
cal mass”; and if evidence-based 
practice is an emerging trend in 
the design and implementation of 
correctional programming, then an 
expansion of postsecondary cor-
rectional education holds much 
promise. The following three 
comprehensive analyses have con-
solidated multiple studies about 
prison education programs.
Lori Hall, a doctoral student 
at Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University, conducted a 
review of 10 empirical studies on 
correctional education and recid-
ivism performed from 1995 to 
2010.5 Her analysis found support 
for education as a tool to reduce 
recidivism (defined as rearrest, 
reconviction and reincarceration) 
with postsecondary education 
accounting for the largest reduc-
tions. Hall also notes that, given 
the “politics of correctional edu-
cation,” methodologically sound 
research is an influential factor 
in guiding the discourse toward 
more funding and support for pris-
on education programs.
Dr. Gerald Gaes, professor at 
Florida State University, exam-
ined several compilations of 
studies on the effects of cor-
rectional education on postre-
lease outcomes, including five 
summaries, four meta-analyses 
and two reviews. Gaes found that 
the studies “support a conclu-
sion that correctional education 
reduces recidivism and enhances 
employment outcomes.”6 Gaes 
points out, however, that due to 
the various measurement tech-
niques used in the studies, he 
could not determine a true effect 
size (i.e., a quantified measure of 
the strength of an intervention).
The most compelling analysis to 
date was conducted by the Rand 
Corp. Rand conducted a meta-
analysis evaluating the effectiveness 
of correctional education that 
included 58 out of 267 empirical 
studies conducted from 1980 to 
2011.7 All studies examined utilized 
scientifically robust methodologies.
Broadly,  the Rand meta- 
analysis found support for several 
propositions of educational impact, 
including the notion that prison 
education can work to decrease 
recidivism and increase success 
post-incarceration. The study found 
a significant reduction in inmates’ 
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risk of recidivism: “On average, 
inmates who participated in cor-
rectional education programs had 
43 [percent] lower odds of recidi-
vism than inmates who did not.”8 
Further, inmates who participated 
in either academic or vocational 
education had 13-percent higher 
odds of obtaining a job compared to 
those who did not engage in educa-
tional programming.
Given the encouraging meta- 
analytic results and recognizing 
the budgetary concerns of legis-
lators and correctional officials, 
Rand did a conservative cost anal-
ysis, limited only to direct costs, 
of the effectiveness of correction-
al education. Calculating a break-
even point — defined as “the risk 
difference in the reincarceration 
rate required for the cost of cor-
rectional education to be equal to 
the cost of incarceration”9 — the 
analysts estimated that to be cost 
neutral, a prison education pro-
gram would have to reduce reof-
fending by 1.9 to 2.6 percent over 
a three-year period. Rand analysis 
showed a reduction in recidivism 
by 13 percent, thereby suggest-
ing that correctional education is 
highly cost-effective.
BUPEP: A Case Study    
in Prison Education
As current administrators of the 
BUPEP and former Massachusetts 
Department of Correction (MDOC) 
employees and administrators, 
the authors can speak directly 
to the impact of the availability 
of a postsecondary liberal arts 
education for incarcerated 
individuals. The BUPEP was 
started at MCI–Norfolk by Elisabeth 
Barker, an educator and reformer 
at the Boston University, in 1974. 
More than 1,500 inmates have 
participated, including nearly 400 
who have obtained a bachelor’s 
degree through Boston University. 
Many others who were released 
before completion went on to 
continue their education on 
campus and at other institutions. 
The program currently operates 
in two facilities: MCI–Norfolk, 
with approximately 82 students, 
and MCI–Framingham, with about 
32 students. The program’s total 
enrollment tends to average 
between 110 and 120 students. 
Typically, students take two to 
three courses per term and about 
six years to complete a degree. All 
students complete a bachelor’s 
degree in liberal arts. Generally, 
about 10 to 12 courses are offered 
at MCI–Norfolk each term, and 
six to eight at MCI–Framingham. 
Faculty offer courses once per 
week with classes dependent 
on institutional schedules and 
movements.
Students receive a traditional 
liberal arts education, with a focus 
on literature, social sciences, phi-
losophy and arts. They must also 
meet requirements in mathemat-
ics, physical sciences and elec-
tives, choosing from areas such as 
business, nutrition and economics. 
The work and expectations are as 
rigorous as on campus, and stu-
dents exit the program with a Bos-
ton University degree equivalent to 
that earned by campus students.
As a vehicle of liberal arts edu-
cation, BUPEP teaches students 
to think differently. Studying lit-
erature, social sciences and the 
arts opens a window to new and 
varied ideas, thoughts and ways 
to view the world. Students learn 
to analyze data, explore new 
ideas and process information dif-
ferently. Most importantly, the 
classroom experiences require 
thoughtful discourse and toler-
ance for other points of view. Par-
ticipants are exposed to faculty 
and fellow students who have 
different perspectives. Readings, 
papers and assignments teach 
them to organize, to plan and to 
clearly communicate their ideas 
both orally and in writing. They 
learn to view an issue or a prob-
lem from a variety of perspec-
tives, including some counter to 
their initial way of thinking. This 
cognitive dissonance contrib-
utes to intellectual growth and 
development, and in many cases 
this experience is transformative, 
most often for the better.
Research by Dr. Ernest Pas-
carella, professor at the Universi-
ty of Iowa, and colleagues found 
that postsecondary liberal arts 
education, in general, increased 
students’ exposure to clear and 
organized instruction and had 
a positive impact in developing 
their critical thinking and cogni-
tion.10 In this way, inmates who 
participate in a liberal arts col-
lege curriculum may experience 
similar positive cognitive change. 
Inmate students are exposed to 
the same faculty, the same cur-
riculum and many of the same 
courses as traditional on-campus 
students, and it is evident that 
there is benefit to this model.
Evidence of the Positive 
Impact
In BUPEP institutional hous-
ing, the transformative power of 
the program was evident. Stu-
dents committed fewer infrac-
tions, appeared better adjusted 
and were more logical in their 
arguments and presentation of 
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Studying literature, social sciences and 
the arts opens a window to new and 
varied ideas, thoughts and ways to view 
the world.
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grievances. The observations are 
consistent with experiences in 
other institutions and echoed by 
administrators at places such as 
the Bedford Hills Program in New 
York and in Indiana State Universi-
ty Correctional Programs.11
Postsecondary education in 
prison can also have a positive 
impact on the institution as a 
whole. Admission into the program 
is selective. Applicants must com-
plete a lengthy application, take 
and pass entrance examinations, 
and undergo an interview process 
with the Boston University coor-
dinator, faculty and institutional 
educators. The acceptance rate 
for BUPEP ranges from 25 percent 
to 50 percent of applicants. Con-
sequently, many strive to improve 
their selection chances by taking 
precollege courses offered by the 
institutions. Some become involved 
in other programs to change or 
demonstrate motivation for change 
and interest in self-improvement. 
In doing so, they make a positive 
impact on institutional climate.
Program participants engage 
in discussions related to material 
covered in class, work on research 
papers, and spend time reading or 
working in the institutional library. 
Their focus on positive activities 
has a contagious effect on their 
peers. Friends, associates and 
roommates often engage in conver-
sations related to social science or 
literature, topics being covered in 
class. This can elevate the entire 
level of discussion and interest, not 
only among participants, but also 
more widely within the institution. 
Program participants and gradu-
ates tend to be leaders in the insti-
tution. They serve as role models 
and generally become involved in 
other pro-social programs. Grad-
uates who are long-term inmates 
serve as tutors and are generally 
positive role models to students 
and to the general population. 
BUPEP participants and graduates 
are frequently engaged as mem-
bers of intensive programming, 
including peer support programs 
or training programs for assistance 
dogs. In the authors’ observation, 
participants are more likely to 
engage in pro-social behavior and 
less likely to engage in behaviors 
leading to segregation placement 
or other institutional interventions. 
Future research exploring these 
impacts is necessary, but such 
research is believed to demon-
strate a correlation between post-
secondary education and positive 
personal development.
Positive impacts are also noted 
post-incarceration. As discussed 
above, research suggests out-
comes including decreased recidi-
vism and increased employability. 
Program participants have gone 
on to be successfully employed 
post-incarceration with graduates 
acquiring leadership positions in 
agencies and starting successful 
businesses. Many are able to suc-
cessfully negotiate reentry and 
remain in the community. Addition-
ally, the impact on families cannot 
be denied. It is so powerful to wit-
ness families at the annual BUPEP 
graduation ceremonies. The pride 
for a son, daughter or sibling who 
was able to set and obtain such a 
goal while incarcerated is palpa-
ble. One can imagine the impact 
on a child witnessing his or her 
parent graduate with a Boston 
University degree, an undeniable 
message of personal empowerment 
and one that can hopefully have 
some power in breaking the cycle 
of incarceration.
Facing Challenges
One of the challenges in imple-
menting such a program is that of 
public perception. Students in the 
BUPEP are on full scholarship and 
receive a Boston University degree 
at no cost during incarceration. 
This generates resentment among 
the public, other inmates, family 
members and even some prison 
staff. A counter to this perceived 
negative is that most major univer-
sities have long provided large num-
bers of merit-based scholarships 
to underserved and socially disad-
vantaged populations, and this is a 
common practice for a nationally 
ranked university wanting to have 
a positive social impact in the com-
munity. As discussed above, a cost 
benefit analysis of prison education 
suggests that programming is, in 
fact, cost-effective. In addition to 
supplementing BUPEP program-
ming, Boston University provides a 
significant number of scholarships 
to MDOC staff who wish to pursue 
further education. Several past 
and current leaders in MDOC have 
benefited, and continue to benefit, 
from the staff scholarship program. 
This mitigates some of the potential 
resentment about the program in 
the institutions. MDOC staff scholar-
ships further enhance the collabora-
tion and sense of a shared mission 
with the university to positively 
impact offenders.
Starting Your Own 
Program
Overall, with growing political 
at tent ion and new pol icy , 
potentially resulting in increased 
funding,  more correctional 
institutions may look to explore 
the value of postsecondary 
education. The BUPEP is but one 
example of success in correctional 
postsecondary education today, 
but more specifically, it is one that 
Program 
participants and 
graduates tend to 
be leaders in the 
institution. They 
serve as role models 
and generally 
become involved 
in other pro-social 
programs. 
30 — July/August 2016 Corrections Today
has demonstrated the value of 
such programming over time. 
Prison education has resulted 
in many important impacts 
beyond measures of recidivism 
alone. Further cost-benefit and 
cost-effectiveness assessments 
will demonstrate that prison 
education provides a value not 
only for the participant, but 
for the institution as a whole. 
Postsecondary education is 
a wise investment of both time 
and resources, and one that can 
demonstrate a positive impact 
in decreasing criminogenic risk. 
Research to date supports the 
positive impact of postsecondary 
prison education and the BUPEP 
stands as a testament to the 
value of prison education; it is 
a case study in continued value 
return for over 40 years. For a 
directory of prisons studies 
programs with contact and other 
useful information, visit http://
prisonstudiesproject.org/.
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